Prolonged, severe behavioural disturbance following traumatic brain injury: what can be done?
At the end of 1994 the New South Wales Department of Health identified the need for a specialized unit for people with a brain injury who exhibited aggressive and violent behaviour at such a level that they could not be cared for in standard rehabilitation programmes and who were not mentally ill as defined by the Mental Health Act. An interim unit based on the principles of neurobehavioural rehabilitation was opened in the grounds of Lidcombe Hospital, and in January 1995 the first patient (SA) was admitted. Following intervention weekly aggression decreased from a peak of 159 incidents to zero after ten months. Other maladaptive behaviours also decreased markedly. Simultaneous attempts to improve adaptive behaviours were successful. At 11 months follow-up in the community, these gains were all noted to have been maintained. This article discusses the need for specialized units dealing with severe behavioural problems following head injury, presents the case of SA for illustrative purposes, and addresses some of the more common criticisms of such environments.